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A guide for schoolsA guide for schools
If you would like to comment on this or would like more information, please contact: 
Professor Andree Woodcock   
Coventry School of Art & Design, Coventry University, Coventry UK 
Email: A.Woodcock@coventry.ac.uk
Who should read this guide 
You should read this guide if your school is in the process of, or just starting any design or refurbishment, where you want 
pupils and as much of the school to be included as possible.
If you are not directly involved in this process, then pass the leaflet on to the members of staff who are going to be involved, 
so that they can start planning how to involve as wide and fair a group of people in the process as possible. We have sent 
out companion guides to LEAs and architects, but if the people you are working with have not seen one, then feel free to 
share and discuss the contents of this with them. We have found that LEAs and architects are eager to engage young people 
but may not know the best way to do this.
How to read this guide
This guide was produced by a team of researchers from the experiences of a two year funded project. We want to show you 
the benefits of involving as large a range of pupils in the process as possible, and suggest some relatively quick and easy ways 
this can be accomplished. We have therefore left sections open for you to consider how such methods would fit in with your 
school ethos and could be used to draw in a wide range of pupils. The guide concludes with sections on how to prepare for 
pupil participation and what your pupils can do to get the most out of the new school build programme.
But first, let’s look at the benefits of pupil participation...
The Education Act 2002 requires all UK schools 
and local authorities to consult with pupils 
‘in the exercise of any function’ relating to a 
school’s conduct. This applies to any kind of 
redesign, refurbishment or reconstruction of 
school buildings. After all, such activities are 
typically important events in a school’s life, 
‘function’ and ‘conduct’. 
As well as being a requirement, pupil participation 
in school design and redevelopment projects 
can produce many positive results. Although 
the AHRC project from which these guidelines 
are derived focussed on pupil participation, our 
findings show that when students are involved 
the whole school benefits, including teachers 
and school management. 
Why pupil participation 
is worthwhile
Improvements to the spaces and day-to-day running of school buildings 
“ Our experience is… that pupils come up with really perceptive ideas, that can genuinely improve a space. And a lot of things 
that come from the pupils are mostly cost neutral. They are not asking for the earth – they are very realistic in what they want.” 
(Architect)
School buildings with local ‘character’ 
“ Getting the pupils involved was crucial – they’re the ones who’ve really helped us to bring a local ‘stamp’ to the project.”  
(Head teacher)
Greater user satisfaction with the school environment 
 “ I think is particularly good for pupils to be involved… because it gives pupils ownership – you know it makes them feel good 
because it’s their school, their role in that kind of decision-making… It makes them feel more at home in their school.” (Teacher)
Fostering a culture of trust and collaboration 
“ The whole [redevelopment] project has been a kind of… bonding exercise really. It does encourage everybody to be enthusiastic 
about every aspect of a school… It has brought people together.” (Head teacher)
Reduced vandalism and ‘anti-social behaviour’ 
“ Giving the pupils something new, something they have a stake in – it’s treating them with respect. It’s saying ‘we trust you’.  
Our pupils have responded magnificently. They really take pride in it.” (Head teacher)
“ Basically – there’s no graffiti in the corridors any more!” (Teacher) 
Opportunities for teaching and learning 
“ We’ve started to link [the school redevelopment project] into the curriculum in all sorts of ways – numeracy, design… learning 
about the history of the building and looking at old photos and maps.” (Teacher)
Enhanced design literacy 
“ [Involving pupils in school design] gives them a bit of an insight into different parts of the process – design, budgeting, strategic 
decisions… It expands their knowledge and hopefully helps them to understand things in a different way.” (Architect) 
Raising learners’ self-esteem 
“ The input [into the development project] made him [son] feel important. He’d come back and tell me what they were talking 
about in school: they had discussions… I really noticed a difference.” (Parent)
“ [a group of disaffected students] realised perhaps for the first time that they could have a voice and they could come up with 
ideas and that people could listen to them.’ (Deputy Head teacher)
Familiarising pupils with new school environments 
“ You see a psychological impact of consultation as you start to involve children: it has engendered a sense of ownership, and there 
was no shock for pupils of moving into new environment, because they already knew a lot about the new building, were prepared 
to move.” (Head teacher) 
The benefits
The following techniques are ones which we have found or believe could be used in the pupil participation process. Do not 
rely on the architects or the LEAs to necessarily provide you with methods. Also, the most important things to remember 
are that you, or the person(s) in charge of the process at the school should:
• try to engage as many pupils as possible in some way – it is an exciting time – and you and your 
pupils are the ones that know most about your school
• manage pupils’ expectations, by telling them the constraints the design process is under – 
restricted budgets and long time scale
•	 follow	your	 school’s	 ideas	 to	ensure	 the	 requirements	 you	have	 gathered	find	a	place	 in	 the	
final	design.
A full set of guidelines for teachers, pupils, LEAs and architects, along with more details of our project is available from the 
project web site at:  http://www.coventry.ac.uk/researchnet/d/699
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Ideas board / tree / box


















pupils receive no feedback and/or do not see action 








Applying this in my school
Questionnaire survey
Surveys	can	be	designed	to	elicit	pupils’	(or	others)	opinions	on	key	issues	such	as	the	design	of	different	areas	of	the	school.	


















groups, assemblies or whole day events. These can be facilitated by teaching staff, outside professionals such as the Sorrell 
Foundation	or	the	architects	who	will	be	involved	in	the	final	design.	Scheduling	events	into	the	school	time	table	may	require	


































Techniques for involving pupils
Applying this in my school
Applying this in my school
Applying this in my school
Applying this in my school
Applying this in my school
Drop in sessions
One or more members of staff may be involved more in the consultation process than others. To signal that the school and 






















of diverse facets of design and architecture.
•	 Generates	excitement	and	enthusiasm.
Role-play activities
These activities could be used to simulate scenarios such as planning meetings, council meetings or boardroom discussions. 
Pupils	could	act	as	‘key	players’	 in	 these	scenarios.	They	could	also	 involve	 local	decision-makers	(e.g.	school	governors,	
















This could take various forms, the simplest being a large model of plan or model of the current school on which students 
could	make	comments	on	the	design	of	various	areas	(either	verbally,	in	discussion	or	using	post-its).	This	could	be	built	on	




environment, individually and collectively.
•	 Provides	a	tangible,	multisensory	focus	for	discussion	and	 
anticipation of school design.
•	 Provides	a	focused	opportunity	for	staff	and	pupils	to	discuss	 




drawing and model making skills.
Design competitions
Identify	 a	 feature	 of	 a	 school	 redevelopment	 project	 in	which	 pupils	might	 be	 given	 creative	 licence,	 and	 set	 a	 design	






and anticipation of school design.
•	 Provides	a	focused	opportunity	for	staff	and	pupils	to	 








then discuss ideas with their friends, stakeholders or the planners. Taking on a journalistic approach, the students can create 





disenfranchised and disengaged in classroom situations. 
•	 Provides	documentation	and	dissemination	of	issues	to	 
























































Applying this in my school
Applying this in my school
Applying this in my school
Applying this in my school
Applying this in my school
 
Applying this in my school
 
On-line activities
Websites, blogs, discussion boards, webcams and/or online videos can be used creatively to foster pupil interaction with, and 
input	into,	school	redevelopment	projects.	For	example,	blogs	and	discussion	boards	can	be	used	to	maintain	ongoing	virtual	
conversations	around	key	issues	relating	to	the	school	building.	Webcams,	videos	and	regularly-updated	online	material	can	











(conceivably, before they have joined or left a school).
 
Trialling / field testing
Pupils are provided with an opportunity to test out areas of the design (such as different dining rooms, classroom layouts, 
design features) before the new build decisions have been made.
Advantages
•	 Involved	pupils	directly	in	decision-making	relating	to	 








This is an alternative version of the ideas tree. Here pupils are sat around tables, in a cafe style environment, The paper table 
cloths have question(s) written on them. Students at the table debate the issue, and write down their responses on the 
table cloth. This can take place over several days (with a different tablecloth plus question appearing each day) or, for a more 
structured activity, pupils can be asked to rotate between tables containing different questions.
Advantages
•	 Gathers	a	range	of	ideas	and	comments	about	a	wide	 
range of aspects of the school environment.
•	 Enables	pupils	to	discuss	issues	amongst	themselves,	 
with relatively little staff involvement.
 
Pupil representation on decision-making fora








Using existing participatory structures
Where	existing	in-school	participatory	structures	(e.g.	school	councils)	are	well-developed,	it	may	be	effective	to	use	these	


































Applying this in my school
Applying this in my school
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Applying this in my school
Tips for  helping teachers
Tips for helping teachers and head teachers preparing for  
effective pupil participation in school redesign projects
In this section, we present a range of ‘lessons learnt’ about the broader issues involved  
in	planning	for	pupil	participation.	You	need:
•	To	establish	a	clear,	transparent,	accountable	system	for	gathering	and	acting	on	pupils’	contributions,	a	way	of	
accounting for different opinions and providing feedback.
•	A	member	of	staff	to	take	‘ownership’	of	the	participatory	process	before	it	commences.	They	should	proactively	build	
up	a	client-partner	relationship	of	equals	with	the	architects	and	designers	prior	to	any	participatory	activities.	 
They should be responsible for planning and facilitating engagement with students, and be given time out to do this.
•	To	establish	a	contract	between	the	school	and	the	design	team	to	confirm	how	and	when	pupil	participation	will	be	
dealt with and that this is an integral part of the process.









• At a very early stage, to consult with pupils to identify issues which really matter to them and how these can 
be addressed.
• Remember to always thank pupils for their contributions and provide them with feedback about how and when their 
contributions will be discussed and/or used.
• To keep the wider community informed about the progress of the redevelopment. This could be done via a school 
website, blog, webcam or newsletter.
•	To	remember	that	hi-tech	design	tools	are	not	needed	or	always	the	most	effective	for	fostering	pupil	participation:	
some of the best ideas come from conversations around simple pencil sketches and doodling etc.
•	Use	the	opportunity	to	think	more	broadly	and	critically	about	the	culture,	norms	and	ethos	of	your	school	







architect) to facilitate this kind of situation.
• To consider how the redevelopment of the school might be linked to the curriculum e.g.  design, PSHE, citizenship, art, 





• To look for ways of involving primary school pupils in the redevelopment of their future secondary school, 
and secondary school pupils in the redevelopment of their old primary school.
• To provide opportunities for pupils to go on site visits to see progress on the redevelopment of their school. 
Ceremonies	to	celebrate	breaking	ground,	laying	foundation	stones,	‘topping	out’	and	official	opening	should	be	treated	
as	exciting,	historic	moments	in	the	life	of	your	school.
• To ensure that pupil contributions to 
the	design	are	made	explicit	during	 
and after the build. 
• To make sure that pupil participation 
is not lost in the process.
Tips for secondary pupils approaching pupil participation projects
Your school is about to enter what could be a long process of redesign and redevelopment. Written into this is the 
requirement	to	gain	your	views	about	the	design	and	use	of	the	school.	You	are	experts	in	knowing	the	building,	its	good	and	
bad	points.	Now	is	the	time	for	you	to	use	this,	to	make	the	design	better	for	students	who	have	to	come	to	the	school	in	
the future. You should be given various opportunities to get your views across. The following points give you a starting point 
for thinking about how you might do this.
•	If	you	are	interested	in	design,	ask	your	teachers	how	you	can	get	more	involved	in	the	design	of	your	school.
•	Find	out	who	is	working	with	the	architects	and	designers	and	how	they	are	doing	this,	and	when	you	can	have	an	









• There are a lot of constraints which the school design process must meet. These may mean that some of the more 
creative	and	costly	ideas	can’t	be	used.	Find	out	how	your	design	may	be	limited.	Are	you	asking	for	something	that	is	




• When working on a design project, be open to ideas and respect different opinions. Think how you would feel if 
someone made negative comments about your idea.
•	If	you	are	asked	to	make	models,	sketches	or	ideas	for	a	design	project,	find	out	how	they	will	be	used	and	who	
will see them. 
•	Ask	to	be	kept	up-to-date	about	how	your	ideas	have	been	used.	If	no-one	takes	notice	of	your	ideas,	ask	why	not.
•	Think	about	this:	every	time	you	make	a	model	or	drawing	it	is	not	the	finished	product,	but	the	start	of	a	new	idea.	
Every sketch, model or idea is potentially valuable.
•	Designers	might	be	experts	at	inventing	things	and	buildings,	but	they	might	not	have	much	experience	of	working	
with	younger	people,	and	will	have	no	experience	of	your	school	or	what	it	is	like	to	attend	your	school.	Help	them	by	




about how much things cost, then ask.
•	Some	people	think	that	school	councils	are	‘nerdy’	or	‘teacher’s	pets’,	but	it	might	be	the	best	way	to	get	your	opinions	
heard.	If	you	don’t	feel	your	school	council	represents	you,	then	it’s	up	to	you	get	involved!


















no good at drawing or writing. 











 for you opinions about your school these are the things you need to think about.
Top tips for  pupils




Other useful resources for pupil participation projects
MacCabe,	A.	and	Horsley,	K.	(2008)	The Evaluator’s Cookbook: exercises for participatory evaluation with children and young 
people. London, Routledge. 
An	excellent	‘cookbook’	of	practical	activities	for	involving	younger	people	in	decision-making,	providing	pragmatic	details	
about the appropriateness and logistics of each activity.
Kirby,	P.	and	Bryson	S.	(2002)	Measuring the Magic? Evaluating and researching young people’s participation in public decision-
making.	London,	Carnegie	Young	People	Initiative.	http://cypi.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/files/2643_MeasuretheMagic_001.pdf	
Provides guidance and tools to evaluate the effectiveness of participation projects involving younger people.
School	Works	(2001)	School Works Tool Kit.	London,	School	Works.	http://www.school-works.org/docs/toolkit_online.pdf
A	useful	‘how-to’	guide	for	those	approaching	the	process	of	involving	pupils	in	a	school	redevelopment	project.





Sorrell	Foundation	(2008)	Joined-up Design for Schools.	London,	Sorrell	Foundation.
Provides	examples	of	previous	projects	which	have	involved	pupils	in	school	design.
